Abbreviations 



BA 


Breathing apparatus 


BR 


British Rail 


BRS 


British Road Services 


CPL Regulations 


Classification, Packaging and Labelling 
of Dangerous Substances Regulations 1984 


EHO 


Environmental Health Officer 


EMA 


Employment Medical Adviser (HSE) 


EMAS 


Employment Medical Advisory Service (HSE) 


FBU 


Fire Brigades’ Union 


FSMA 


Fire Service Medical Adviser 


HSE 


Health and Safety Executive 


HSW Act 


Health and Safety at Work etc Act 1974 


NCL 


National Carriers Ltd 


NFC 


National Freight Consortium pic 


Bickfords 


Pickfords Removals Ltd 
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Summary 



On 14 December 1984 fire broke out in a furniture repository in Sheffield which formed part 
of a very large warehouse and transit shed building occupied by the National Freight 
Consortium pic. In two days the fire destroyed the whole warehouse, with the exception of one 
protected section. It involved the attendance of several hundred firemen over a total period of 
six days. Among the wide variety of goods stored in the building was a relatively small tonnage 
of chemicals. Concern was expressed during and after the fire about the difficulty experienced 
by the Fire Brigade in identifying the possible risks from the materials stored, followed by 
allegations by the Fire Brigades’ Union that firemen had been unnecessarily exposed to harmful 
fumes without the benefit of breathing apparatus. The fire also led to expressions of concern 
about a number of aspects, including the delay in summoning the Fire Brigade and possible 
exposure of members of the public to harmful fumes and asbestos material evolved in the fire. 

The Health and Safety Executive examined the construction of the building, its occupational 
use, the nature and location of the materials stored and the toxic properties of the products of 
their combustion, the likely causes and origin of the fire, the fire fighting operation so far as it 
had a bearing on the safety of the men concerned, and the consequences of the fire. 

The investigation showed that the fire started in an unattended warehouseman’s cabin in 
Pickfords’ furniture repository and that the cause was probably associated with the use of an 
old fireclay panel heater. In the absence of automatic fire detection equipment the fire was 
burning for at least 30 minutes before it was discovered and the Fire Brigade called. 

The structure of the building permitted the fire to spread very rapidly, so presenting the Fire 
Service with problems compounded by difficulties with water supplies, access and information. 
The investigation confirmed that there was a lack of control and communication at critical 
points, affecting compliance with the procedures for using breathing apparatus, and some 
failure also to react with due care for safety during fire fighting. As a consequence, firemen 
were exposed to unnecessary risks. At present it does not appear that asbestos fragments or 
smoke produced by the fire will affect the long term health of the community. 

The report makes a series of recommendations and suggestions which could contribute to higher 
standards of safety in future. They include: 

South Yorkshire County Fire Service to 

ensure that necessary practical improvements are made with regard to protection of the health 
and safety of firemen (paragraphs 216 and 217) and 

review priorities for planning inspections under the Fire Services Act 1947 (paragraph 215). 
The Home Departments to 

continue to take account of health and safety legislation and its application to local authority 
fire services in striking a balance between operational needs in fire fighting and protection of 
the health and safety of firemen (paragraphs 216 and 217), 

consider whether any lessons learned from the experience at Brightside Lane should be 
disseminated to other fire authorities (paragraph 217) and 

review their guidance on medical standards for the fire services, and their application 
(paragraphs 218 and 219). 

The Department of the Environment to 

consider amending the Building Regulations and advising on measures to reduce the risk of 
fire spread in large single storey buildings (paragraph 212). 
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